An early challenge was how to assess the public-health effects of the waterpipe, or hookah. The centuries-old method to inhale cooled, unfiltered tobacco smoke was soaring among the region's young people, who wrongly considered it non-addictive and less harmful than cigarettes. The practice was too rare to be on the public-health radar elsewhere.
A few years after we began our work, hookah smoking took off in the United States. It is now on par with cigarette smoking in Americans aged 18-24 and threatens to upend years of progress in eradicating tobacco use. Our NIH-funded research gave the United States at least a 10-year head start in responding to that. We knew how to structure surveillance questions. We understood hookah's toxic and addictive profile, and how it leads to cigarette smoking. We knew that hookah smokers tend to be young and educated, and that the Internet and social media play a major part in their recruitment. It would have been much more expensive to learn these facts in the United States, where smokers were less common and more dispersed. In 2006, I was forced to leave my home in Aleppo. I was the only researcher in the country who was funded directly by a US institution, and US-Syrian relations were so tense that I feared for my life. Now in Florida, I contribute to my new country and continue to work with researchers across the Middle East. This dialogue advances the reputation of US institutions and builds bridges that would not otherwise have been possible. For instance, Fogarty support helped US academics to develop links with Middle Eastern scientists to study electronic cigarettes and to produce evidence that will be crucial for the US Food and Drug Administration to regulate sale of the devices and protect Americans' health.
When I worry that the United States might cut off its international science connections, I think about how I nearly made the same mistake. As my collaborators and I were applying to Fogarty for our first grant, the terror attacks of 11 September 2001 occurred. The hostile rhetoric in the aftermath was disheartening, and we stopped working on the application, convinced that no one would consider a proposal to build a research centre in a Middle Eastern Muslim-majority country.
A couple of weeks later, imagining a world with military interventions as the main way to resolve conflict, we dug the application out again and finished it, reasoning that perhaps our collaboration was more important than it had ever been.
Since then, the world has grown even more connected, and more riven. Closing institutes such as the Fogarty and cutting international science collaborations will only make it more dangerous. ■
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